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I N MARCH 2007, GOVERNOR 

ARNOLD SCHWARZENEGGER 

DECLARED THAT 2008 WOULD 

BE THE “YEAR OF EDUCATION” IN 

CALIFORNIA. A WISE OBSERVER OF 

THE EDUCATION POLICY SYSTEM 

SOON POINTED OUT THAT THE 

ONLY CERTAIN IMPLICATION OF 

THE GOVERNOR’S DECLARATION 

WAS THAT 2007 WOULD NOT BE THE 

YEAR OF EDUCATION. This proved to be 
true, and — as it turned out — 2008 was not the “Year 
of Education” either. Some progress has been made 
on discrete issues including the development of a 
student-level data system, but the daunting challenges 
facing California’s education system remain to be 
addressed. 

Most observers of California’s education system 
agree that major changes will be needed to bring 
about big improvements in the performance of the 
state’s schools. The release of the “Getting Down to 
Facts” (GDTF) studies in 2007 set the table for these 



changes, providing a thorough diagnosis of the state’s 
educational challenges and defining the agenda for 
systemic educational reform. The Governor’s Com- 
mittee on Educational Excellence (GCEE) released 
their own report early in 2008, proposing a thoughtful 
and comprehensive strategy for reform that promised 
dramatic improvements in the performance of Cali- 
fornia’s schools and students. 

Both the GCEE and the directors of GDTF recog- 
nized that improving the performance of California’s 
education system would require a large increase in the 
quantity of resources that the state provides for the 
education system. They also agreed that simply put- 
ting more money into the state’s present system would 
not lead to dramatic improvements in system per- 
formance. They therefore proposed a grand bargain, 
under which the state would provide a substantial 
increase in funding for schools while simultaneously 
requiring significant changes in the way the education 
system operates. 

The odds that such a bargain would be struck 
grew longer with the advent of a severe budget crisis 
at the beginning of 2008, and fell practically to zero 
when Governor Schwarzenegger walked away from 
the GCEE report. Some lingering hopes remained 
for progress on relatively low-cost but strategically 
important changes, including the development of a 
comprehensive education data system and the consol- 
idation of categorical funding streams, but significant 
action on even these fronts has also been deferred. 

The most significant policy development of 2008 
was instead a new mandate from the State Board of 
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Education that requires 
all students to be tested in 
Algebra in the eighth grade. 
The Algebra mandate ex- 
emplifies California’s search 
for “silver bullet” reforms, 
and further undermines 
the comprehensive reform 
strategy laid out by GDTF 
and GCEE. As the state and 
local school districts wrestle 
with the task of preparing 
all students for a new as- 
sessment, they will have 
even less energy for other, 
more ambitious reforms. 

The need for systemic 
improvement in California’s 
education system neverthe- 
less remains urgent. The per- 
formance of California’s stu- 
dents continues to lag behind 
students in other states, and the achievement gaps that 
threaten to leave many of the state’s young people behind 
remain wide. The loss of momentum brought about by 
the failure of school reform in 2008 raises the stakes even 
higher, but for now there is little evidence that California 
is ready to confront the challenge. 

Conditions of Education in California 

From 1983 until 1996 PACE published the annual 
Conditions of Education in California, which provided 
a review of recent policy developments in California’s 
education system along with a compendium of data 
on the performance of the system. At the time, Condi- 
tions was the leading source for educational data and 
policy analysis in the state, and its appearance was 
widely anticipated. 

In the intervening decade, sources of educational 
data and policy analysis have proliferated in California. 
The roster of organizations and university centers con- 
ducting education policy research continues to expand, 
and new reports addressing different aspects of the 
educational challenge facing our state appear with star- 
tling regularity. A vast array of educational data is avail- 
able on the web and from other sources. The role that 
Conditions of Education might play in California’s edu- 
cation policy conversation has consequently shifted. 



The need for systemic 
improvement in 
California's education 
system nevertheless 
remains urgent. The 
performance of 
California's students 
continues to lag behind 
students in other states, 
and the achievement gaps 
that threaten to leave 
many of the state's young 
people behind 
remain wide. 



In re-launching Conditions of Education, we aim 
to build on PACE’s unique strengths to produce a 
report that keeps the big picture in focus. Educational 
reform may advance under a variety of banners, in- 
cluding legislative action, lawsuits, and ballot initia- 
tives. No matter how reform moves forward, though, 
positive change must be based on an accurate diagno- 
sis of the issues facing California’s education system, 
and on a comprehensive strategy for educational 
improvement. Conditions of Education is intended to 
provide that diagnosis, and to sustain public focus on 
a long-term reform agenda grounded in the rigorous 
objectivity, careful analysis, and innovative policy 
thinking for which PACE is known. 



Outline of the Volume 

In this edition of Conditions of Education we 
have asked six of the leading academic authorities on 
education policy in California to address key issues 
facing the state’s education system, focusing their at- 
tention on critical indicators of current performance 
and on specific policy changes that would lead to 
sustained improve- 
ment. Our goal is to 
identify benchmarks 
that can be tracked 
over time, including 
indicators of system 
performance and also 
indicators of policy 
progress toward com- 
prehensive educational 
reform. Subsequent 
editions will return to 
these same indicators, 
to determine whether 
California’s education 
system is moving in the 
right direction. 

In the first chap- 
ter, Patricia Gandara 
and Megan Hopkins 
focus on the wide 
achievement gaps that 
persist in California’s 
education system. 

Most white and Asian 
students perform rela- 



Our goal is to identify 
benchmarks that can 
be tracked over time, 
including indicators of 
system performance 
and also indicators 
of policy progress 
toward comprehensive 
educational reform. 
Subsequent editions will 
return to these same 
indicators, to determine 
whether California's 
education system is 
moving in the right 
direction. 
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tively well on state and national assessments, while 
the performance of Latino, African American, and 
Native American students lags far behind. Califor- 
nia’s failure to ensure academic success for the major- 
ity of the state’s students has dire implications not 
only for the students themselves, but for California’s 
economic and political future. 

The most important determinant of student 
learning is the quality of teaching, and providing ex- 
cellent teachers in all of California’s classrooms should 
be the top priority for those who seek to improve the 
performance of schools and students. Susanna Loeb 
and Marsha Ing present a rich array of data on Cali- 
fornia’s teachers in the second chapter, with a particu- 
lar focus on the obstacles that must be overcome to 
ensure that the schools and students with the greatest 
needs are fully staffed with great teachers. 

Bruce Fuller and Lynette Parker look at achieve- 
ment gaps from a different angle in the third chapter, 
reviewing performance trends in California’s schools 
and assessing state policies aimed at improving the 
performance of schools where performance falls 
short. There has been significant improvement in the 
performance of schools and students over time, ac- 
cording to California’s Academic Performance Index 
(API), but gaps in performance between schools 
serving more and less privileged students have not 
narrowed and state efforts to assist low-performing 
schools are mostly ad hoc and ineffective. 

California nevertheless continues to raise the 
bar for students. It is now generally assumed that all 
students should graduate from high school, and there 
is growing pressure to increase the number of young 
people who move on to post-secondary education 
(PSE) and training. In the fourth chapter, Norton 
Grubb surveys the complex array of issues that must 
be addressed in order to expand access to PSE and 
ensure that all students are prepared for college and 
careers. 

Jon Sonstelie offers a brief description of Cali- 
fornia’s complex system of educational finance in 
the fifth chapter. He shows that California provides 
relatively few resources per student when compared 
with other states, and that the amount of resources 
provided for each student differs significantly but not 
always systematically across districts with different 
characteristics, including size and the share of stu- 
dents living in poverty. 



Perhaps the main obstacle to comprehensive 
reform in California’s education system is the overlap- 
ping network of institutions that share responsibility 
for educational governance. In the final chapter of the 
volume Dominic Brewer, Icela Pelayo and June Ahn 
survey the many ways in which the state’s governance 
system impedes change, and present new data on how 
California’s governance system is perceived by key 
stakeholders. 

A Strategy for Comprehensive Education Reform 

Three key themes run through all of the chap- 
ters, drawing together a diverse set of policy recom- 
mendations: 

■ California’s education system must become a 
learning system committed to continuous im- 
provement. The key features of a learning system 
include clear and specific goals; timely, reliable 
information on performance at all levels; strong 
capacity to support change; decision-making 
flexibility; and aligned incentives. Instead of 
demanding compliance with state mandates, a 
continuously improving system would support 
local innovation and experimentation, rigorous 
evaluation of new policies and practices, and 
the establishment of networks and partnerships 
to share information among schools and school 
districts. 

■ Local schools and school districts should have 
additional flexibility to decide how best to use 
resources to address the needs of their students. 
The proliferation of categorical funding streams 
and policy mandates from the state imposes large 
compliance burdens on local administrators. Re- 
moving these burdens and allowing schools and 
school districts to respond to local circumstances 
would open the door to improved performance, 
especially as the state develops mechanisms to 
share knowledge more widely. 

■ Additional resources must be targeted to the 
schools and students who need them most. Cali- 
fornia’s future prosperity relies on a sufficient 
supply of qualified workers, and on an engaged 
and productive citizenry. The performance of 
all of the state’s students must be improved, but 
California needs to focus especially on the young 
people who are now farthest behind. 
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The authors of the 
chapters that follow 
suggest many steps 
that the Governor and 
the Legislature can 
take now to improve 
the educational 
opportunities that 
California provides for 
our young people, while 
advancing the long-term 
goal of comprehensive 
educational reform. 



Together, these 
three themes represent 
the key elements of 
a long-term strategy 
for systemic change 
and dramatically im- 
proved performance in 
California’s education 
system. Consistency 
with these principles 
is a key criterion for 
evaluating whether 
specific reform propos- 
als can be expected to 
move California closer 
to, or further from, the 
goal of comprehensive 
educational reform. 



Looking Forward 

The “Year of Education” remains in California’s 
future, and all signs suggest that it won’t arrive soon. 
The grand bargain foreseen by GDTF and GCEE has 
been postponed, but the urgency of comprehensive 
educational reform has not diminished. The authors 
of the chapters that follow suggest many steps that 
the Governor and the Legislature can take now to 
improve the educational opportunities that California 
provides for our young people, while advancing the 
long-term goal of comprehensive educational reform. 
PACE remains committed to that goal, and the revival 
and regular publication of Conditions of Education is a 
key part of our strategy for accomplishing it. In future 
editions we will track California’s progress toward 
the restoration of an education system that keeps the 
promise of future prosperity for young people, and for 
our state. 
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C ALIFORNIA IS IN TROUBLE. 

AS IN OTHER STATES, 

THERE IS A WIDE GULF IN 

STANDARDIZED TEST ACHIEVEMENT 

LEVELS BETWEEN LATINOS, AFRICAN 

AMERICANS, AND ENGLISH LEARNERS 

WHEN COMPARED TO WHITE AND 

ASIAN STUDENTS. IN CONTRAST TO 

MOST OTHER STATES, HOWEVER, 

THESE LOWER ACHIEVING GROUPS 

COMPRISE THE MAJORITY OF 

CALIFORNIA’S STUDENTS. Without 
significant improvements in the academic 
achievement of these groups, the social and 
economic welfare of the state is at risk, along with 
that of the students. 

Test scores have improved slightly among all 
student groups over the last few years, but there has 
been little to no improvement in achievement gaps 
in English Language Arts and Mathematics. Gaps 
also remain in access to specialized programs such as 
Gifted and Talented Education (GATE), passage of the 



California High School Exit 
Exam (CAHSEE), drop out 
rates, completion of college 
preparatory courses, and 
college attendance rates. To 
put California on a path to 
greater equality of educa- 
tional opportunity, and im- 
proved academic outcomes 
for the state as a whole, will 
require that we set bench- 
marks and invest resources 
to support systematic 
academic improvement for 
disadvantaged racial/ ethnic 
groups and English Learn- 
ers. It will also require that policies be set to improve 
these students’ access to educational opportunity and 
that the necessary resources be dedicated to imple- 
menting those policies. 

This chapter reviews existing state achievement 
data; shows evidence of significant inequalities in 
educational opportunity; and suggests critical ways in 
which these inequities can be addressed. 

Current Conditions of Education in California 

In 2007, almost 57 percent of all K- 12 students in 
California were African American, Latino, or Native 
American — the three racial/ethnic groups that fare 
least well in our public schools. One quarter of the 
student body, or 1.56 million students, were English 
Learners — the students among all racial/ ethnic groups 
who fare most poorly of all. 



Test scores have improved 
slightly among all student 
groups over the last few 
years, but there has been 
little to no improvement 
in achievement gaps in 
English Language Arts 
and Mathematics. 
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Performance on the California Standards Test (CST) 

While only 39 percent of African Americans 
and 37 percent of Latinos scored proficient or 
higher in fourth grade on the CST in English Lan- 
guage Arts, 71 percent of both white and Asian 
students scored this high in 2007. (See Figure 1.) 
Looking cross-sectionally from 2003 to 2007, there 
appears to be a modest narrowing of achievement 
gaps, though the distance between the two groups 
remains very large. A quasi-cohort analysis, how- 
ever, in which we assume that most fourth grad- 
ers in 2003 became eighth graders in 2007, shows 
virtually no closing — and even some widening — of 
the achievement gaps. For example, the gap in 
English Language Arts scores between white and 



Asian students as compared to Latino students was 
35 percent for fourth graders in 2002-2003, and 36 
percent for eighth graders in 2006-2007. The gap 
between white and Asian students as compared to 
African American students in this cohort increased 
by three percentage points, and the gap between 
white and Asian students as compared to Southeast 
Asian students increased by five percentage points. 2 
(See Figures 1 and 2.) We do not include English 
Learners in Figures 1 and 2 because data on English 
Language Arts for English Learners cannot be con- 
sidered reliable. 

The gaps between groups on the CST in fourth 
grade Mathematics are similarly wide — 83 percent of 
Asians and 70 percent of white fourth grade students 



FIGURE 1. Percent Scoring Proficient and Advanced, Fourth Grade English Language Arts CST 
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FIGURE 2. Percent Scoring Proficient and Advanced, Eighth Grade English Language Arts CST 
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BENCHMARKING IMPROVEMENTS 
FOR STUDENTS OF COLOR AND 
ENGLISH LEARNERS 



FIGURE 3. Percent Scoring Proficient and Advanced, Fourth Grade Mathematics CST 
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FIGURE 4, Percent Scoring Proficient and Advanced, Seventh Grade Mathematics CST 
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scored at least proficient, while only 46 percent of 
Latinos and 41 percent of African Americans in the 
same grade scored similarly well. (See Figure 3.) Here 
we also include rates for English Learners, whose 
math scores are less affected by language proficiency 
than their English Language Arts scores. English 
Learners scored the lowest of all groups, with only 39 
percent proficient or higher. 

A quasi-cohort analysis of these data on math- 
ematics achievement reveals a trend as disturbing as 
that for English Language Arts. For purposes of this 
analysis, we assume that most fourth graders in 2003 
were seventh graders in 2006. 3 As fourth graders in 
2003, 28 percent of African Americans and 29 per- 
cent of English Learners scored proficient or above 
on the CST in math. As seventh graders in 2006, only 



22 percent of African Americans and 13 percent of 
English Learners scored proficient or above. (See 
Figure 4.) The scores of Asian and white students also 
declined between the fourth and seventh grades, but 
by smaller amounts. 

Enrollment in Gifted and Talented 
Education (GATE) Programs 
Another measure of both achievement and access 
to educational opportunities is enrollment in GATE 
programs. For students identified as gifted and tal- 
ented, these programs have been shown to predict 
strongly for early access to algebra and college pre- 
paratory class placement. 4 However, not all groups 
are equitably represented in gifted and talented pro- 
grams, thus barring equal access to these educational 
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FIGURE 5. Enrollment in Gifted and Talented Education Programs, with Overall Enrollment Comparisons 
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opportunities. Figure 5 shows the differential rates at 
which groups of students are selected for participa- 
tion in the program. 

White and Asian students are overrepresented 
in these programs, by as much as 100 percent, 
relative to their representation in the population. 
Latinos and African Americans are very seriously 
underrepresented, by about 40 to 50 percent. These 
rates of representation have remained stable over 

the last four years. The 
state education code 
requires that students 
be selected for GATE 
on the basis of mul- 
tiple criteria; academic 
performance should 
not be the sole factor 
determining selection, 
nor should it even be 
implicated in all cases. 5 
Yet evidence from 
national studies has 
shown that teachers 
have great difficulty identifying talents other than 
academic achievement, and so students from groups 
that normally do not perform at high levels on 
academic achievement tests are persistently under- 
identified for participation in GATE. 6 



High School Students and the 

California High School Exit Exam (CAHSEE) 

There has been even less evidence of academic im- 
provement for California’s high school students than 
there has for elementary school students. Test scores 
have remained relatively flat, with large gaps between 
racial/ ethnic groups. For example, in 2007, 55 percent 
of white and Asian students scored at the level of pro- 
ficient or advanced in English Language Arts on the 
CSTs, but less than half that many (23 percent) of Af- 
rican American and Latino students scored proficient 
or advanced on the test. 

The California High School Exit Exam 
(CAHSEE) is another important benchmark. While 
the overwhelming majority of white and Asian stu- 
dents pass these exams in the tenth grade, many Lati- 
nos and African Americans do not. (See Figures 6 and 
7.) English Learners are the least likely of all students 
to pass the exam. Evidence has been mounting, more- 
over, that performance on the CAHSEE is correlated 
with higher drop-out rates among those students who 
do not pass, or who fear not passing. National stud- 
ies have shown a clear link between high school exit 
exams and increased drop out rates. 7 

From 2004 to 2007, there was a general upward 
trend for all groups, with the exception of English 
Learners, in the percent of tenth graders passing 
the CAHSEE. Nevertheless, of those students in the 



In GATE programs, 
Latinos and African 
Americans are 
very seriously 
underrepresented, 
by about 40 to 
50 percent. 
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ENGLISH LEARNERS 



Class of 2008 who have yet to pass the English Lan- 
guage Arts CAHSEE, 62 percent are English Learn- 
ers, 75 percent are Latino, 13 percent are Black, 5.8 
percent are white, and 4.2 percent are Asian. Among 
the students who have yet to pass the Mathematics 
CAE1SEE, 44 percent are English Learners, 70 percent 
are Latino, 17 percent are Black, 9.8 percent are white, 
and 0.1 percent are Asian. 8 

Drop-Out Rates 

Drop-out rates are another indicator of how well 
students are faring in the states education system. 
Exact rates are difficult to track, but they are exceed- 
ingly high for students of color and English Learners. 
Recently released statewide student-level data suggest 
a graduation rate of 67.6 for all California students, 
and an adjusted four-year derived drop out rate of 



24.2 percent. These new data also reveal “disturb- 
ingly high” 9 drop-out rates for African American 
and Latino students, two to three times higher than 
among white and Asian students. 

A-G Coursework Completion 10 
Completion of A-G coursework — the required cours- 
es to gain access to four-year public colleges in Cal- 
ifornia — is another critically important benchmark. 
Only 4 percent of Bachelor’s degrees from California’s 
public institutions went to African Americans in 2006 
although they represented 7.8 percent of the 18 to 24 
year-old population; and only 17 percent of these de- 
grees were awarded to Latinos even though they made 
up 43 percent of that age cohort. 11 A primary reason 
that more students of color do not complete Bach- 
elor’s degrees is because they are not in the pipeline 



FIGURE 6. Percent Passing in Tenth Grade, English Language Arts California High School Exit Exam 
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FIGURE 7. Percent Passing in Tenth Grade, Mathematics California High School Exit Exam 
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FIGURE 8. Percent of High School Graduates who Completed A-G Required Courses 




for college attendance. The most important indicator 
of a trajectory toward higher education is whether 
students complete the required A-G courses. Figure 
8 shows the very large and consistent discrepancies 
among racial/ ethnic groups on this measure. Data are 
not available for English Learners. 

Conditions and Consequences 
of Inequitable Opportunity 

The reasons for the very large disparities in edu- 
cational achievement between groups of students 
are myriad. They are certainly related to the vast dif- 
ferences in education and income among families 
of students from different racial and ethnic groups, 
which translates into differences in the availability of 
out-of-school resources and supports for students. 
Almost one-third (27.8 percent) of African Ameri- 
can children and one-fourth (24.6 percent) of Latino 
children in California are living below the poverty 
line set by the federal government. This compares to 
8.2 percent for white children and 10.8 percent for 
Asians. 12 The effects of poverty on school readiness 
among students from all racial and ethnic groups are 
well-documented. 

Figure 9 shows the disparities in kindergarten 
readiness for California’s English Learners (currently 
more than 40% of the entering kindergarten class) as 
compared to students for whom English is their first 
language. English Learners and low-income children 
arrive at school substantially behind other students, 
and few schools are able to provide them with the 
additional time and resources they need to catch up 
with their more advantaged peers. 

Differences in educational outcomes are also 
highly correlated with the learning opportunities 



provided in schools. The schools that are attended 
by African Americans and Latinos have been shown 
to be inferior to those attended by white and Asian 
students along a number of different dimensions — 
curricular offerings, percent of students in poverty, 
and — perhaps most importantly — the percent of 
teachers who are highly qualified and experienced 
in the subjects they teach. For example, Latinos and 
African Americans are much more likely than white 
students to be taught by teachers who are teaching 
subjects different from those in which they were 
certified — two and half times more likely for Latinos, 
and over four times more likely for African Ameri- 
cans. 13 Latinos and African Americans are also four 
times more likely than Whites to attend schools that 
are in Program Improvement status. 

FIGURE 9. Cognitive Skills of California's entering 
Kindergartners, 1998 




Note: Results are weighted (C1CW0). 

SOURCE: ECLS base year data for California public 
school kindergartners (N=2826). Gandara et al 2003. 
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